Complexities of Increasing Alcohol Taxes
There are several adverse consequences of raising alcohol taxes, and these, too, must be considered in establishing policies. One frequently heard objection is that alcohol taxes are indiscriminate, that they affect the drinker who is unlikely to have any problems with alcohol as well as the drinker who is. As noted in Chapter 2, however, it is often difficult to make this distinction. Also, higher taxes on alcohol may have benefits that apply to everyone in society. If they succeed in reducing the number of problems associated with alcohol, everyone would profit from safer highways, lower automobile and health insurance premiums, and fewer problems among friends and acquaintances.
Another question about higher alcohol taxes is whether they would overburden America's heaviest drinkers. Because just 5 percent of all adults drink 50 percent of the alcohol consumed in the United States, this small part of the population would pay about half of the increased taxes on alcohol. If some portion of these people are physiologically addicted to alcohol, might they drink just as much and pay the extra cost, making their lives more difficult without affecting their dependence on alcohol?
The work of Philip Cook and other researchers points in a different direction. Because people who contract cirrhosis are generally very heavy drinkers, cirrhosis death rates are a commonly used proxy measure of alcoholism. Thus a drop in cirrhosis death rates with an increase in the price of alcohol, which is the correlation Cook demonstrated, is evidence that very heavy drinkers are changing their consumption in response to price. Other researchers have used related measures to show that the drinking habits of alcoholics and other problem drinkers are not immune to the laws of supply and demand.
Another point that should be made is that people who drink excessively suffer proportionately more of the physical, social, economic, and emotional problems associated with drinking. In this sense, an increased tax on alcohol is more selective than it might appear. If excessive drinkers reduce their consumptionumption of alcohol
